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“O thoughts of men accurst!
Past and to come seems best; things present, worst.”

					

(2 Henry 4.1.3.107-108)1

It has become commonplace to observe that great works of literature

can sink when they are first published, only to re-emerge later when
conditions of reception change. Less noted, however, is the fact
that fine literary criticism can suffer the same fate. Perhaps the best
example of this latter phenomenon is the publication of Harold Goddard’s The Meaning of Shakespeare, which seemed in 1951 to be
an unscholarly treatise by an unqualified writer and was thus either
ignored or treated with thinly veiled contempt.2 When the whirligig
of time changed in the early 1980s, however, Goddard finally got his
due, and today nearly everyone recognizes that he made significant
contributions to Shakespeare studies.
Another critical work that badly needs to be resurrected and
appreciated is John Wilders’ The Lost Garden, which had the misfortune to be published at the end of one scholarly movement in
Shakespeare and the start of several new ones. Intoxicated by Derrida, de Man, Foucault, the rebirth of modern feminist criticism, and
1 All quotations of Shakespeare’s plays are taken from David Bevington, ed., Th Complete Works of Shakespeare, 6th ed. (New York: Longman, 2008).

2 As late as 1981, a famous Harvard Shakespearean –who will remain unnamed—once
told our graduate class the following: “Harold Goddard’s book contains absolutely nothing
of value – nothing!”
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by hints of New Historicism already in the air, critics in the late
70s and early 80s had little time to consider what Wilders had to
say, though the few contemporary reviews that I have been able to
find praised Wilders’ style and his obvious love for Shakespeare.3
A thorough-going humanist, Wilders seemed to belong to an earlier
age that had run out of steam and had nothing new to add.
In fact, Wilders has a lot to add, especially in his discussions
of Shakespeare’s Henriad, and his little book is as suggestive as it
is illuminating. In brief, Wilders argues that the myth of the Fall
informs much of Shakespeare’s work (especially the histories) just
as it does Milton’s Paradise Lost. Specifically, Wilders observes
that the collective memory of a lost Eden animates the characters
and accounts for many of their actions in the histories. Wilders puts
it this way:
[The] discrepancy between an ideal past and a painful present, between
the hopeful intentions of Shakespeare’s heroes and their temporary, fragile
achievements, is, I believe, a way of portraying in social and political terms
the theological idea of a “fallen humanity.” The myth of the fall and the
doctrines derived from it are an attempt to account for the imperfections
of the secular world, for the way in which actual experience falls short of
experience as we imagine, ideally, it could be (10).

Particularly important is Wilders’ formulation of a “painful” or “diminished” present, which becomesan important motive force for
change in the political world. Unsatisfied with conditions in the
present, subjects of the emerging nation-state look back longingly to
a “better time” and a “better king,” nowhere more obviously than in
Richard II, where, as Wilders’ points out, the memories of Edward
III and the Black Prince increasingly dominate the minds of York
and others as Richard’s short reign unfolds. After assigning the first
three acts of Richard II and the first three chapters of Wilders’ short
book, I usually begin undergraduate and graduate classes in Shakespeare by turning to the Duke of York’s reaction to Richard’s theft
of Gaunt’s lands and wealth:
3 A particularly thoughtful review of Wilders’ book was written by Richard Proudfoot,
“Frustrations Without End,” TLS 8 Aug. 1980: 901. Proudfoot applauded Wilders’ critique
of E. M. W. Tillyard’s oversimplified view of the histories and concluded that Wilders’
study “deserves the attention of all serious students of Shakespeare” (901).
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I am the last of noble Edward’s sons,
Of whom thy father, Prince of Wales, was first.
In war was never lion raged more fierce,
In peace was never gentle lamb more mild,
Than was that young and princely gentleman.
His face thou hast, for even so looked he,
Accomplished with the number of they hours;
But when he frowned, it was against the French
And not against his friends. His noble hand
Did win what he did spend, and spent not that
Which his triumphant father’s hand had won.
His hands were guilty of no kindred blood,
But bloody with the enemies of his kin.
O Richard! York is too far gone with grief,
Or else he never would compare between.
		
(2.1.171-185)

The class understands immediately that York is frustrated
because Richard has disinherited Bolingbroke, the last in a series
of actions by the king that include having Woodstock murdered
and choosing to fight an unpopular war. Characteristically, Richard
is blind to what York is saying—“Why uncle, what’s the matter?”
(2.1.286)—and the young king is blind as well to the implications
of York’s tirade. Richard’s faults aside, what man could ever live up
to the memory of the Black Prince that York evokes? Who could
wage war without raising money somehow? What king or prince
never chastised his own subjects? What prince never used his father’s wealth or never engaged in political intrigue of some kind?
York’s recital of the virtues of the Black Prince sets a seemingly
impossible standard for any real king to meet, and a more politically
sensitive and adroit king would sense this, but not the self-absorbed
Richard. A more politically-minded king might also sense that failing to meet the ideals of his subjects—even imagined ones—could
lead to trouble, especially if someone else seemed to meet their
standards better: enter, Henry Bolingbroke.
At this point, I suggest that maybe the real issue is not what
Richard does but how he does it. I flip ahead to Henry V and give a
brief synopsis of the opening scenes of the latter play, emphasizing
the implicit parallelism that Shakespeare uses to contrast Richard
and Henry. Henry has three conspirators killed, but he so arranges
things that they condemn themselves and ask for their own death (!)

Quidditas 30 (2009) 205

Henry too goes to war, but he picks a popular war that the people
want to fight. And the king also finances his expedition at the expense of his subjects, but the Archbishop does his dirty work for
him by “donating” to the impending war effort in return for killing a
bill that would have significantly improved the common good. The
class soon realizes that a “successful” king must be aware of how
he goes about attaining his objectives, weighing time “even to the
utmost grain.”
Wilders’ interpretation of the original Fall and its consequences also helps us better understand Shakespeare’s histories. He
explains that when Satan tempts Eve, her choice is a relatively simple one between good—following God’s Will—and evil—following
her own. But Adam’s temptation is inherently ambivalent because,
from his point of view, whatever he does will be partly wrong. How
can he choose God and forsake Eve? How can he choose Eve and
forsake God? Like Adam’s choice, Bolingbroke’s decision to ascend
the throne leads to a seeming “fall,” yet, as Wilders argues,
It cannot be said that the alternative open to Bolingbroke would have been
wholly right. To have forfeited his patrimony and left the government of
the country in the hands of an incompetent, unpopular ruler would not
have been desirable either. In his situation either decision would have been
partially wrong (109).

To rephrase Wilders’ point, which is better? A lineal, incompetent king or a competent king lacking linearity? York chooses the
latter and his son Aumerle the former, symbolizing the breakup of
both the family and the state in Richard II, but would it have been
better to let Richard go on his merry way? What would he have
done next? Predicaments like this one crop up time after time in
the histories. Bolingbroke’s son faces a similar dilemma when he
chooses to carry out his plan “to redeem the time,” for it requires
avoiding his father in the present and separating himself from Sir
John Falstaff in the future. Or consider the council scene (1.2) in
Henry V: Which is better? To go to war against the French or to risk
unrest and possible rebellion at home?
Sometimes the implications of Wilders’ approach extend far
beyond the scope of his own analysis. For example, discussing the
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opening of Henry IV, Part 1, Wilders observes,

The play has scarcely begun before there is a clash of wills between the
King and Hotspur which takes the form of an argument about the true character and conduct of Mortimer. To Henry, Mortimer is a traitor who has betrayed his troops to the enemy; to Hotspur, Mortimer is a loyal subject who
has proven his faithfulness in violent conduct against Glendower (86).

In effect, each man calls the other a liar. Barely hidden here is the
theme of historical uncertainty that Shakespeare found in parts of
Holinshed and made into a major aspect of the histories. F. J. Levy
observed long ago that the chroniclers’ habit of including contradictory facts and accounts was “a conscious critical act” (169), one that
Shakespeare could not have overlooked. Moreover, Shakespeare’s
friend, fellow artist, and author of The Civil Wars, Samuel Daniel,
extends the insight of Holinshed and other Tudor historians in his
prose apology for censoring Richard II:
Pardon us, Antiquity, if we miscensure your actions, which are ever (as
those of men) according to the vogue and sway of the times, and have only
their upholding by the opinion of the present: We deale with you but as
posterity will with us (which ever thinkes itself the wiser) that will judge
likewise of our errors according to the cast of their imaginations (quoted In
Levy 277).4

In other words, original motivations are likely to be lost or
clouded by the dark backward and abysm of time, and, to make
things even more complicated, interpretations of the past always are
colored by the conditions of the interpreter in the present (“the cast
of their imaginations”). Shakespeare seems to share Daniel’s sophisticated view of history, and so, in the exchange between Henry
and Hotspur to which Wilders alludes, Henry portrays Mortimer as a
traitor (because the king knows that Richard named him next in line
to the throne?), and Hotspur describes Mortimer as a modern-day
epic hero because, after all, Mortimer is Hostpur’s relative. Both
men interpret the past according to their own needs and desires in
the present.
Historical uncertainty—properly, historical revisionism—is
4 The original source is Samuel Daniel, The Collection of the History of England (London,
1634): 119. A philosophical artist with wide interests and high seriousness, Daniel is much
undervalued these days.
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present in Richard II (What are the real facts concerning Gloucester’s murder? Is Richard’s unkinging in 4.1 a usurpation or a necessary resignation?), but this central motif really comes into its own in
Part 1. How accurate is Hotspur’s account of his meeting with the
“popinjay”? Glendower’s boasts about his birth and special magical
talents? Henry’s account of his own rise to the throne? And on and
on. A central question to ask the class is whether Shakespeare gives
us some kind of “roadmap” so that the audience becomes aware of
the ways in which the characters use/abuse the past. Often, I give
the students a hint: “Charles Dickens.” When their puzzled faces
indicate that this hint is not enough, I add, “Because Dickens used
humor to drive home many of his major points.” Usually, a light
goes on after that, and one member of the class blurts out, “Is it Falstaff’s story about the Gadshill robbery?” Yes, indeed it is.
We then read the delightful robbery scene (2.2) silently, followed by taking parts and acting out a good deal of 2.4. (lines 112
through 277). These two scenes present a series of events in the
past recalled and retold in the present, and the reporter is, of course,
Sir John, who presents the robbery as an epic event in which he
shines forth as one of the last real heroes in this decayed age, while,
in contrast, Hal and Poins are revealed as cowards! We have seen
what actually happened, of course, as has Hal, who proceeds to tell
the real truth and thus corner poor Falstaff. But as Sir John’s ruddy
face emerges from behind the shield that he uses to hide his embarrassment at being caught in a pack of lies, Falstaff begins to smile,
for the old rogue has found a way out of his dilemma.5 Falstaff now
claims that he knew all along that it was the Prince who robbed him,
and that he did not fight back because of place, degree, and form:
“Why, hear you, my masters, was it for me to kill the heir apparent?”
(2.4.265-66). In short, historical revisionism knows no bounds. The
past can always be revised yet again to meet the needs of the speaker
in the present!
In effect, the Myth of the Golden Age is a special case—
5 This delightful bit of stage business, a long-standing stage tradition in acting this scene,
can be found in Arthur Colby Sprague, Shakespeare’s Histories: Plays for the Stage (London: Society for Theatre Research, 1964): 61-62.

Quidditas 30 (2009) 208

albeit an important one—of the more general tendency of fallen man
to revise history, consciously or unconsciously, for his own purposes. Once students grasp this dynamic of the history plays, it is time
to spend an entire period on the most important speech in the second
tetralogy, Hal’s famous (or infamous) soliloquy, “I know you all”:
I know you all, and will a while uphold
The unyoked humor of your idleness.
Yet herein will I imitate the sun,
Who doth permit the base, contagious clouds
To smother up his beauty from the world,
That when he please again to be himself,
Being wanted he may be more wondered at
By breaking through the foul and ugly mists
Of vapors that did seem to strangle him.
If all the year were playing holidays,
To sport would be as tedious as to work;
But when they seldom come, they wished-for come,
And nothing pleaseth but rare accidents.
So when this loose behavior I throw off
And pay the debt I never promised,
By how much better than my word I am,
By so much shall I falsify men’s hopes;
And like bright metal on a sullen ground,
My reformation, glittering o’er my fault,
Shall show more goodly and attract more eyes
Than that which hath no foil to set it off.
I’ll so offend to make offense a skill,
Redeeming time when men think least I will/
			
(1 H4.1.2.188-211)

By the time we get to this soliloquy, we have finished reading
Wilders, and I have talked about the importance of historical revisionism on several occasions. I break the class into groups of two or
three, and assign one question from the list below to each group:
1. Summarize in one or two sentences the essence of Hal’s
“plan.”
2. How is Hal using the principle of contrast to bring about
the change he desires?
3. Is Hal’s plan based on perception? Explain.
4. Might there be some unintended (or hidden) consequences?
What are they?
5. Does Hal’s plan depend on manipulation? Is it Machiavellian?
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6. Can Hal’s plan be justified? How?
7. In what way is Hal’s plan an “antidote” or a neutralization
of the Golden Age mentality that informs Shakespeare’s
histories?
8. What perception does Hal hope to create in his subjects’
minds? How might this perception strengthen his own
“linearity?”
The questions go from easy to hard, and undergraduates usually
have little trouble with 1-5, though the instructor needs to stress that
the contrast Hal wants to establish involves his “seeming” self vs.
his real self, that is, what people thought he was as opposed to what
he reveals himself to be. There is no real change, only a seeming
change, as question 3 suggests. Students usually provide good answers to question 4, with many concerned that “the foul and ugly
mists” the prince alludes to are Falstaff and the gang, and they also
wonder if the Eastcheap crowd will seem worse than they really are
if Hal’s plan succeeds. I add that there also is the problem of timing: when will be the right time to effect Hal’s change? Until things
in England get really bad? Until Henry dies and Hal becomes king?
Question 6 usually elicits at least two good responses. Some
students take Hal’s side and point out that he is not really doing
anything wrong – the Gadshill robbery was just a prank – so Hal is
simply letting the populace mislead themselves. That’s their problem, not his. This is a clever response, but I usually reply that many
think that consciously misleading others is a kind of lying. Other
students take a different tack and note that historical revisionism is
practiced by almost everyone in Part 1, so Hal is just using “the way
of the world” to achieve a more stable reign – a good thing. Others,
however, are not convinced and stand by their answer to question 5:
in their minds, Hal is a manipulator and a Machiavellian. The two
hardest questions are 7 and 8, but occasionally both undergraduate
and graduate students get one or both right. Hal’s plan is specifically designed to reverse the golden age mentality that John Wilders
stresses. Hal wants to create a false, seemingly bad personal past
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that is suddenly replaced with a heightened present in which the
prince seems infinitely better and more able than his subjects anticipated. Thus, it is the present moment, not an imagined past or
future, that seems closer to the ideal. Students uniformly respond to
this insight by greatly admiring Hal’s intellect and political acumen,
but then comes the last question: what, exactly, is the perception that
Hal wants to create? Sometimes I give a hint by reminding the class
that Shakespeare’s time was a highly religious age. Then one or
more students exclaim something to this effect: “Oh, my God! Hal
will create the perception that a miracle has happened!” And then it
dawns on someone that such a perception would be very helpful for
a king whose linearity is in question. We end this discussion, which
takes an entire 75-minute period, by going back to the issue of the
ethics and morality of Hal’s plan. Some students maintain their admiration for it; others decry it, and I end the period by asking if there
is any other way out of Hal’s dilemma besides his plan. No one can
think of an alternative that would really work.
Henry IV, Part 2 is distinguished from Part 1 in that things
have gotten worse in England, and the mood of country is grim. In
fact, lack of hope for the future is the defining aspect of Part 2, as
the opening scenes illustrate. By the time the class reads the last
half of the play, I collect the first short paper assigned in the course,
assigned about a week earlier (2-4 pages for undergraduates, 4-6 for
graduate students):
Choose one of the following questions to answer:
1. Henry IV, Part 2 is a play full of definitions, the longest and
most detailed of which is Bardolph’s comic definition of accommodation (3.2.77-80). Give a better definition of this
word than Bardolph does, using the OED and evidence in
3.2 as a starting point. How is this word related to the Archisbishop Scroop’s rebellion and his desire to remake English politics? Is there a scene in Part 2 that Illustrates true
accommodation at work?
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2. Everyone praises the Tavern scene in Part 1, but what about
Part 2? What do we learn about Falstaff and his world in
this scene? Are there aspects of Sir John that escape the notice of the likes of the Lord Chief Justice? What are they?
3. The two great scenes in Part 2 are “The Crown Scene” (4.5)
and “The Rejection Scene” (5.5), and both are designed
around the concept of historical revisionism. Explicate one
of these two scenes, using what you have learned from John
Wilders and me about historical revisionism as one of your
main critical tools.
I leave it to interested readers to investigate questions 1 and 2, and
will focus instead on question 3.
Students read the story of Hal’s “theft” of Henry’s crown
in a variety of ways. Some believe that Hal just makes a mistake
in thinking his father is dead; others believe that Hal is a hypocrite.
Still others read the scene as proof that Hal lusts after the crown.
Without doubt, something strange is going on in this scene because
Hal’s report of what he said by Henry’s bedside differs greatly from
what the audience actually heard him say earlier. The prince’s report uses very different phrasing than the original, and, perhaps
more important, the content is different. The prince reports that he
immediately thought Henry was dead and only then spoke to the
crown. The opposite is true. The prince also reports that he saw the
crown as a murderer and an enemy. In reality, he saw it as a symbol
of royal duty and a cause of care. What is Hal hiding? The central
clue is what is on the prince’s mind when he first enters, which is
the perfidy at Gaultree forest (4.5.9-13). John’s verbal legerdemain
in tricking the Archbishop demonstrates a cynicism so deep that it
proves that hope for the future is now gone for Henry’s followers.
They are simply clinging to power any way they can. That means
that it is time for Hal to ascend the throne. He simply cannot wait
any longer. But Henry hangs on and on, stubbornly refusing to die.
By taking the crown, Hal will hasten—perhaps even cause—Henry’s death, and so that is what the prince does—not because he hates
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his father or lusts after power, but because he puts his promise to
“redeem the time” ahead of love for his father. Hal cannot say this,
of course, when he returns to explain himself, but he can use his verbal skills to convince his father he will continue Henry IV’s legacy.
So that is what he does.
Even though “The Rejection Scene” has been endlessly discussed, Wilders’ critical approach allows us to add an important element to the long-standing scholarly discussion of this scene. Ever
since the “recovery of the age,” most critics maintain that Falstaff is
mainly to blame for what happens. Sir John, after all, ruins Henry’s
parade, treating the most holy of ceremonies, the crowning of a new
monarch, as if Hal/Henry V were strolling with some buddies on a
public street. Moreover, Falstaff seems to believe that “the laws of
England are at my commandment” (5.3.138-39)! Henry has to reject
him harshly because Falstaff’s “bad timing” demands it. This argument is true, but like Henry’s harsh and hurtful words to Falstaff, it
is only half the truth. Think back to the first time that we met Hal
and Sir John in 1H4.1.3.
Their banter and teasing all focus around Falstaff’s repeated
phrase, “When thou art king,” which occurs four times in the first
138 lines of the scene. Falstaff’s vision of a thieves’ paradise when
Hal becomes king is, of course, a parody of the myth of the golden
age: whereas others dream of recapturing a lost ideal, Falstaff dreams
of bringing back an imagined, lawless past when thieves were in
charge (!) It is impossible for Hal not to know this, for he knows all
about his subjects’ yearning to bring back an imagined “ideal” past.
He designs his entire soliloquy at the end of 1.3 as a kind of antidote
to this kind of thinking, as we saw a few pages ago. So Hal knows
that Falstaff is driven by a vision of an “ideal” future just as “every
man” is, and the former prince, now the new king, also knows that
Sir John, like every man, will expect it as soon as Hal becomes king
(“When thou art king”). Henry also recognizes that Falstaff has no
respect for ceremony. So let’s put two and two together: it’s obvious
that Sir John will try to embrace the new king as soon as he can, and
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it’s also obvious, now that Henry is almost always surrounded by
others, that Falstaff will do so in a public way and with no concern
at all for “place, degree, and form.” Perhaps Hal/Henry V does not
know the precise time or place that this awkward and embarrassing
public scene will occur, but he knows that it will happen, and it will
happen almost immediately once he becomes king. In effect, Henry
V has been manipulating his old friend from the start so that this
scene, or something very like it, would happen. After all, he needs
it to bring about his “change” in a way that is as public as possible.
People have to see it to make the new king’s plan work.
`
It might be objected that I have left out the important fact that
Hal is always saying “good-bye” to Falstaff in one way or another.
The fat knight just doesn’t get the hint. Again, this critical commonplace is true, but only half true. In Part 1 Hal also lies to save Sir
John from the sheriff and tells Sir John that he can take the credit for
killing Hotspur. In Part Two, the prince says a curt goodnight to Sir
John, but only after violating the king’s orders that he and Falstaff
be separated. In fact, Hal sends mixed signals to Falstaff. Besides,
the hints that Hal gives don’t matter (except, perhaps, to assuage
Hal’s conscience) because the part of our minds that yearns for an
ideal past recreated in the future is not under our conscious control
and not part of the way we normally think about ourselves. It is
much like a primal instinct – as Hal knows perfectly well.
Henry V is the most challenging of the histories to interpret
and to teach. Yet for all its brilliance, the central question is simple:
what to make of Henry? Is he “the mirror of all Christian kings”
or a Machiavellian manipulator? Once again, Wilders can help us
better understand this central critical question. Shakespeare gives
the audience a choice. They can view the play through the lens of
the Chorus, or they can notice that the Chorus misleads them time
after time and decide to see through the Chorus and carefully pay
attention to the words and actions of the play proper. In effect, the
Chorus is the average, patriotic Englishman of 1599 looking back
and “remembering” the greatest and most successful king in English
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history, much as York “remembered” the Black Prince in Richard II.
That is why the words of the chorus are so stirring (“O, for a muse
of fire!”) and so often misleading when he introduces us to events
about to happen on stage.
As for Henry, the best example of how he leads England
is to be found in the council scene (1.2), during which he and his
country decide to go to war against France. Interestingly, there are
two different ways to react to this scene, and everything depends on
context. First, let’s interpret it in isolation, hermetically sealed, so to
speak. Henry brings together his council to consider the legitimacy
of his claim to the French throne, and he calls on the spiritual head
of the church to guide him. He admits from the start that he needs
to be resolved of certain doubts about his claim, and he warns the
Archbishop that he must expound on this issue justly and religiously. He listens carefully to the long exposition of the Salic law, only
to return to the basic question, “May I with right and justice make
this claim?” (1.2.96), thus making public the confusion of everyone
who has tried to follow the Archbishop’s long, tortured explanation.
When Canterbury, Ely, Exeter, and Westmoreland all exhort the king
to go to war, Henry still is not convinced, and he brings up the Scots
and how they may take advantage of an absent English army. Then
Canterbury employs “the fable of the bees” to convince the king that
all will be well. Only then is Henry “resolved.”
Viewed this way, Henry has gone by the book. He has acted
exactly like “the mirror of all Christian kings” and nothing can be
said against him (except that careful listeners might think Canterbury’s justification incomprehensible, and learned members of the
audience know that the Archbishop has used Erasmus’s bee analogy misleadingly: the point of the fable is to show why a good king
should stay at home and govern his people justly).
When we supply some context, however, the scene transforms itself before our eyes. Ely and Canterbury are, of course,
crooks who want to save their lands and wealth. But the point to re-
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member is how we got to where we are: that is, why has the question
of war come up at all? We remember that John raises the possibility
of war right after Falstaff’s rejection, as if turning away Falstaff is
a necessary precursor to war, and indeed it is. For the rejection convinces the populace that a miracle has sent them a young, reformed
king the likes of which England has not seen since the days of the
Black Prince and his father, Edward III. So what follows? It follows that Henry must emulate these two great leaders and regain
England’s lost glory by attaining “the world’s best garden,” France.
Indeed, if possible, he must outdo the Black Prince and his father,
for that would make the present moment the most glorious of all.
It is impossible for Henry not to know what he has done so far
and what he must still do. So there is war fever already throughout
England, and throughout Henry’s council as well, the members of
which all wait impatiently for the banner of war to be unfurled. But
Henry makes them wait even longer – a lot longer -- as he confesses
to doubts, listens to the interminable exposition of the Salic Law,
and sits quietly, not tipping his hand, until, suddenly, he hears Canterbury’s urgent plea:
Look back into your mighty ancestors;
Go, my dread lord, to your great-grandshires’s tomb,
From whence you claim; invoke his warlike spirit,
And your great uncle’s, Edward the Black prince. . . .
				
(1.2.102-105)

In quick succession, Ely, Exeter, and Westmoreland follow suit, all evoking the need to redo or surpass the martial feats
of the past. Still, Henry demurs and brings up the Scottish problem,
to which the Archbishop responds with the long-winded fable of
the bees. Only then is Henry’s mind made up. In actuality, Henry
has copied Richard here, continually frustrating his subjects’ hopes
(hopes engineered by Henry, of course) until they cannot stand it
any longer, and like York, they automatically bring up the memory
of the Black Prince. Then Henry frustrates them even a bit longer,
just to insure that they are white-hot for war. To conclude, Henry has
manipulated his council like puppets, but he has done so in a way
that allows him to act the part of a perfect Christian king. He has
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fused Machiavelli and “the mirror of all Christian kings” into one
and has thus become the master manipulator of time.
What, then, do we make of this performance? My students
are usually stunned and silent once we have gone through the scene
carefully, and after a while, they often say they don’t know what to
think about Henry. I tell them they may be in good company, and
turn to the night before the battle and the passionate confrontation
between the disguised king and the common soldier Williams.6
In truth, Williams and the king mainly argue past each other.
Williams’ point is not just about a subject’s responsibility for his
own soul, but about the human cost of war, both direct and indirect,
and about a king’s responsibility for those costs on the final day if
his cause is not just and honorable. The king notes that every subject
is responsible for his own soul, but doesn’t answer the rest of Williams’ argument because he can’t. His quarrel is not just or honorable. Yet this dramatic debate is really anti-climatic in the sense that
nothing is finally resolved. Shakespeare just leaves it hanging in
the air for us to think about. Perhaps this is so because the question
of how God will judge Henry is above our pay grade, even above
Shakespeare’s. Will God judge Henry by special rules because of
the unique position and awesome responsibility he holds? Or will
God judge Henry as he judges any other person? Who but God
Himself knows the answer to this question? At this point, the midterm is coming up, and, among other things, I tell my students to be
sure to know the basic concepts in John Wilders’ The Lost Garden,
and how to apply them.

6 Phyllis Rackin, Stages of History: Shakespeare’s English Chronicles (Ithaca: Cornell
UP, 1991): 146-47, suggests that Williams is none other than Shakespeare disguised. That
would give extra weight to Williams’ views, but I would suggest that if Williams stands
for William Shakespeare (Williams=William s=William s.=William Shakespeare?), it is
not exactly the 35-year-old playwright but a younger version of himself, before the future
playwright spent ten years writing history plays and thinking about the relationship between politics and history.
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